
The UBook of Creation" 
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This uncertainty is also refiected in the various estimates of the date 
of its composition, which fiuctuate between the second and the sixth 
centuries. This slender work is also designated in the oldest manu
scripts as a collection of "halakhoth on the Creation," and it is not 
at all impossible that it is referred to by this name in the Talmud. In 
the two different versions that have come down to us, it is divided 
into chapters whose individual paragraphs were likewise regarded 
by medieval tradition as mishnaic. H 

The book contains a very compact discourse on cosmogony and 
cosmology. The verbose and solemn character of many sentences, es
pecially in the first chapter, contrasts strangely with the laconic 
form in which the fundamental conceptions and the cosmological 
scheme of things are presented. The author undoubtedly wished to 
bring his own views, clearly infiuenced by Greek sources, into har-

h the talmudic disciplines relating to the doctrine of the 
Ureation and of the Merkabah, and it is in the course of this enter
prise that we encounter for the first time speCUlative reinterpreta
tions of conceptions from the Merkabah. The attempts by a number 
of scholars to present this book as a kind of primer for schoolchil
drenJ5 or as a treatise on the grammar and structure of the Hebrew 
language J6 cannot be taken seriously. The book's strong link with 
Jewish speculations concerning divine wisdom, ~okhmah or Sophia, 
is evident from the first sentence: "In thirty-two wondrous paths of 

Jahrtausenden (Tiibingen, 1958),256-271; Georges Vajda, " Le Commentaire kairoua
nais sur Ie 'Livre de la Creation,' " REJ, n.s. , (1947-1954): 7:7-62; 10:67-92, 12:7-33, 
13:37-61. 

34. The title Hilkhoth Ye~irah is attested by Saadya and Yehudah ben 
Barzilai. Habermann published the oldest manuscript text that has been preserved 
to this day, basing himself upon a tenth-century Genizah manuscript. The version 
Saadya took as the basis for his Arabic commentary, ed. Mayer Lambert (Paris, 
1891), deviates appreciably from most of the later texts. The first edition (Man
tua, 1562), contains the two most important recensions. A critical revision of 
the text is a very difficult desideratum of research. The so-called "critically edited 
text" in the edition and translation of Lazarus Goldschmidt (Frankfurt, 1894) is 
patched together in a completely arbitrary manner and devoid of any scientific 
value. Considerable progress, however, is represented by the publications of Itha
mar Gruenwald in Israel Oriental Studies 1 (1971): 132-177, and RJjJJ 132 (1973): 
473-512. 

35. As, for example, in S. Karppe, Etude sur les origines et la nature du Zohar 
(Paris, 1901), 164. 

36. Phineas Mordell, The Origin 01 Letters and Numerals according to the SeIer 
Yetzirah (Philadelphia, 1914). 



wisdom)J God ... [there follows a series of biblical epithets for God] 
engraved and created His world." These thirty-two paths of the 
Sophia are the ten primordial numbers, which are discussed in the 
fhst chapter, and the twenty-two consonants of the Hebrew alpha
bet, which are described in a general way in chapter 2 and more 
particularly in the following chapters as elements and building 
blocks of the cosmos. The "paths of the Sophia" are thus fundamen
tal forces that emanate from her or in which she manifests herself. 
They are, as in the old conception of the Sophia herself, the instru
ments of creation. In her or through her-the Hebrew preposition 
permits both translations-God, the master of the Sophia, "en
graved" Creation. The symbolism of the number thirty-two reap
pears also in some Christian gnostic documents,18 but it is in this 
text that it seems to be established for the first time and in the most 
natural manner. Mention should, however, be made of Agrippa von 
Nettesheim, who informs us (De occulta philosophia 2:15) that thirty
two was considered by the P ythagoreans as the number of righ
teousness because of its well-nigh unlimited divisibility. More re
cently Nicholas SedJ9 has discussed in a remarkable essay the 
relationship of the symbolism of the Book Ye§irah with the Samari-

tan Memar of Marqah. 
The ten primordial numbers are called sefiroth-a Hebrew 

noun, newly formed here, that bears no relation to the Greek word 
sphaira, but is derived from a Hebrew verb , meaning "to count." 
Steinschneider's contention (Mathematik bei den Juden [Hildesheim, 
1965], p. 148) that the original term acquired its specific kabbalistic 
meaning as a result of the similarity to the Greek word is not borne 
out by an analysis of the oldest kabbalistic texts. By introducing a 
new term, sefirah, in place of the usual mispar, the author seems to 

37. Nethibhoth pil 'oth hokhmah. Proverbs 3:17 knows of the nethibhoth 
("paths") of Wisdom. Here, however, we have the paths of the "mysteries" of 
hokhmah, or the "mysterious paths" of the ~okhmah-both translations can be de
fended. There is no connection between the Yesirah and the linguistic usage in the 
Qumran texts. The combinations pil 'oth ~okhm~h or raze ~okhmah are not found in 

the texts that have become known so far 
38. Cf. the epithalamium of the Sophia in Preuschen, Zwei gnostische Hymnen 

(Giessen, 1904), 10. Preuschen says: "It is therefore impossible to interpret the num
ber thirty-two, to which one finds no parallel" (p . 41). I shall return later, pp. 92 and 
96 , to this number in the nuptial mysticism of the Book Bahir. 

39. "Le MernaI' samaritain, Ie Sepher Je~i:ra et les trente-deux sentiers de la 

Sagesse," RHR 170 (1966): 159-184. 

indicate that it is not simply a question of ordinary numbers but of 
metaphysical principles of the universe or stages in the cre~tion of 
the world. The possibility that the term refers to emanations from 
God him~elf can be excluded in view of both the wording and the 
context; It could only be read into the text by later reinterpretation. 
Each of these primordial numbers is associated with a particular 
category of creation, the first four sefiroth undoubtedly emanating 
from each other. The first one is the pneuma of the living God 
ruaJ: 'elohim ~ayyim (the book continues to use the word ruah in it~ 
triple meaning of breath, air, and spirit). From the ruah' comes 
forth, by way of condensation, as it were, the "breath of breath," 
t~at is, the primordial element of the air, identified in later chapters 
wIth .the ether, which is divided into material and immaterial eIther. 
The Idea of an "immaterial ether," 'awir she 'eno nithpas, like the 
other Hebrew neologisms in the book, seems to correspond to Greek 
conceptions. From the primordial air come forth the water and the 
fire, the third and the fourth sefiroth. Out of the primordial air God 
created the twenty-two letters; out of the primordial fire, the Throne 
Of. Glo.ry and the ~osts of angels.40 The nature of this secondary cre
atIOn IS not suffiCIently clear, for the precise terminological meaning 
that the author gave to the verbs ~aqaq and ~a§ab, which belong to 
the vocabulary of architecture, can be interpreted in different ways. 
He does not utilize the Hebrew word for "create," but words that 
mean "engrave" (is this to designate the contours or the form'?) and 
"h" h ew, as one ews a stone out of the rock. The Aristotelian element 
of the earth is not known to the author as a primordial element. 

The last six sefiroth are defined in an entirely different way; 
they represent the six dimensions of space, though it is not expressly 
stated that they emanated from the earlier elements. Nevertheless it 
is said of the totality of these sefiroth that their beginning and th~ir 
end were connected with each other and merged one into the other. 
The primal decade thus constitutes a unity-although its nature is 
not sufficiently defined-but is by no means identical with the deity. 
The author, no doubt intentionally, employs expressions bo:rrowed 
from the description of the ~ayyoth, the animals bearing the Throne 
in Ezekiel's vision of the Merkabah.ljIayyoth means literally "living 

40. ~he . a~th~r thus combines the doctrines, and interpretations concerning 
both esote1'lC dlsclphnes, bereshith and Merkabah. 



beings," and it can be said of the sefiroth that they are the "living 
numerical beings," but nonetheless creatures: "Their appearance is 
like that of a flash of lightning41 and their goal is without end. His 
word is in them when they come forth [from Him] and when they 
return. At His bidding do they speed swiftly as a whirlwind, and 
before His throne they prostrate themselves" (1:6). They are the 
"depths" of all things:42 "The depth of the beginning and the depth 
of the end, the depth of good and the depth of evil, the depth of 
above and the depth of below-and a single Master, God, the faith
ful king, rules over all of them from His holy abode" (1:5). 

The fact that the theory of the significance of the twenty-two 
consonants as the fundamental elements of all creatures4 ) in the sec
ond chapter partly conflicts with the first chapter44 has caused some 
scholars (for example, Louis Ginzberg) to attribute to the author 
the conception of a kind of double creation: the one ideal and pure 
brought about by means of the sefiroth, which are conceived in a 
wholly ideal and abstract manner; the other one effected by the inter
connection of the elements of speech. According to some views, the 
obscure word belimah, which always accompanies the word sefiroth, 
is simply a composite of beli mah-without anything, without actu
ality, ideal. However, judging from the literal meaning, it would 
seem that it should be understood as signifying "closed," that is, 
closed within itself. I am inclined to believe that here, too, an as yet 
unidentified Greek term underlies the expression. The text offers no 
more detailed statement of the relationship between the sefiroth and 
the letters, and the sefiroth are not referred to again. "While the 
numerical-mystical speculation on the sefiroth probably has its ori
gin in neo-Pythagorean sources-Nikomachos of Gerasa, the cele
brated author of a mystical arithmology who lived around 140 C.E., 

41. '1'he image ke-mar'eh ha-bazaq, as well as the ralfo' wa-shobh, employed im
mediately afterward but reinterpreted in a speculative sense, are evidently derived 
from Ezekiel 1:14. 

42. Depth probably has the meaning of "extending itself in the depth" that is, 
dimension. But the word could also signdy "hidden depth" (cf. Daniel 2:22), or per
haps also "deep foundation, principle." The expression "depth of good and evil" 
would only correspond to dimension in a very figurative manner. The "depth of evil" 
alKo makex one think of the "depths of Satan" in the book of Revelation 2:24. 

43. 'rhe text speaks of 'othiyyot yesod; each of the two nouns renders one of the 
two meanings of the Greek stoicheia, which denotes letter as well as element. 

44. Of. Neumark, Geschichte der jiidischen Philosophie, 1:115. 

came from Palestine east of the Jordan-the idea of "letters by 
means of which heaven and earth were created" may well come from 
within Judaism itself. In the first half of the third century it is 
encountered in a statement of the Babylonian amora, Rab, origi
nally of Palestine.45 It is perfectly conceivable that two originally 
different theories were fused or juxtaposed in the author's doctrine 
concerning the thirty-two paths. This range of ideas would fit well in 
the second or third century in Palestine or its immediate environs.46 

All reality is constituted in the three levels of the cosmos-the 
world, time, and the human body, which are the fundamental realm 
of all being47-and comes into existence through the combination of 
the twenty-two consonants, and especially by way of the "231 
gates,"48 that is, the combinations of the letters into groups of two 

45. Berakhoth 55a; cf. Jewish Gnosticism, 78-79. 
46. There is no compelling linguistic evidence for assigning a later date to this 

book. In the otherwise complete absence of early philosophical writings in Hebrew we 
naturall~ have nothing to, compare to its technical terminology. The language shows 
many pomts of contact WIth that of the tannaim and the oldest Merkabah texts. An 
analytical study that remains to be made of the concrete relationship between this 
work and late Greek speculation would no doubt permit a better determination of its 
age. Leo Baeck's hypothesis that the author wished to reproduce in Hebrew garb 
Proclus's doctrine of Henads, seems unsubstantiated, and its author has to resort to 
forced interpretations. Nevertheless, on some points of detail Baeck's interpretations 
appear plausible and valuable. 

47. It is certai~ that this division and the exactly corresponding division into 
mundus, annus, homo in cosmological statements and illustrations of Latin authors of 
the ea~ly Mid~le Ages such as Bede go back to a common source. Ha;ry Bober col
lected mterestlll?, materi~l on this subject; cf. Journal of the Walters Art Gallery 19-20 
(1957): 78 and Illustration 11. The sources utilized by Bede and Isidore of Seville 
remain to be identified. ' 

48. "Through 231 gates everything goes forth. It is found therefore, that every 
creature and every speech [language] goes forth out of one name" (2:5). Does this 
mean that tl1e alphabet, in its sequence, constitutes a mystical name~ Of such a con
cep~io~ of the alphabet, Franz Dornseiff (Das A lphabet in Mystik lind Magie, 2d ed. 
[LeIPZIg, 1925], 69-80) collected abundant testimonies from the Greek and Latin 
sources; cf. also A. Dieterich, ABO-Denkmiiler, Rheinisches Museum fUr Philologie 56 
~1900): 77-lO5. In the Wiener Jahreshefie 32 (1940): 79-84, Joseph Keil published an 
Important Hebrew-Greek amulet that contains, with an obviously magical intention, 
the Hebrew alphabet in Greek transcription in tl1e so-called at-bash order. In this 
order the alphabet is written in two rows boustrophedon and two letters are vertically 
connected in pairs. The amulet should be dated between the second and fourth centu
ries, but certainly no later. (I was able to identify clearly, though with some effort, 
the Hebrew text of Deuteronomy 28:58, which was in one of the three lines that nei
ther Keil nor Ludwig Elau-to whom he showed 'the amulet in 1926-was able to 
deCipher. It is only natural that the view that the alphabet constitutes "One name to 
wit the name of 22 letters" should have passed into the early Kabbalah, as is attes~ed 



(the author apparently held the view that the roots of Hebrew words 
were based not on three but on two consonants). Among the three 
realms there exist precise correlations, which no doubt also e~

presses relations of sympathy. The twent!-two consona~ts are ~I
vided into three groups, in accordance WIth the author s pecuhar 

, . h th " t' "49 'V ):) N phonetic system. The first contams t e ree rna rices, " 
'ale!, mem, and shin. These in turn correspond to the three elements 
deduced in the first chapter in connection with the sefiroth-ether, 
water fire-and from these all the rest came into being. These three 
letter~ also have their parallel in the three seasons of the year (again 
an ancient Greek division!) and the three parts of the body: the 
head, the torso, and the stomach.50 The second group consists of the 
seven "double consonants" that in the Hebrew phonology of the au
thor have two different sounds.51 They correspond, above all, to the 
seven planets, the seven heavens, the seven days of the week, and the 
seven orifices of the body. At the same time, they also represent the 
seven fundamental opposites in man's life: life and death, peace and 
disaster, wisdom and folly, wealth and poverty, charm and ugliness, 

by the Comm.entary on the Prayer Book, composed about 1260, b~ ,the (anonymous~) 
commentator Sefer ha-Manhig on the Pirqe Rabbi Elieser, Ms. BritISh Museum, Mar
goliouth 743, fo1. 96b. 

49. This is how the word has generally been read ('immoth) and understood at 
a late,l' date. Saadya and the Genizah manuscript, on the other hand, did no~ re,ad 
'im,moth but 'ummoth, a relatively rare noun attested in the Mishnah, where It SIg
nifies "foundation'" cf. Lambert's translation, p. 44. The choice of these three ~onso
nants seems to refl~ct an ancient division related to the quantitative force of arhc.ul~
t.ion of the consonants, in explosives, aspirates, and nasals. In " the ,pass~~e of a,Ir I,~ 
completely interrupted by the vocal chords; in sh it is ob~tructed I~ a whlstlmg 
manner, as the book says, by an effect of contraction, and m m the aIr p~sse~ f~eely 
through the nose. On the phonetics of the Book Ye~irahJ cf. M, Z, Segal, PrinCIples 
of Hebrew Phonetics" (Yesode ha-Phonetica ha-'Ibkrith) (Jerusalem, 19?5), 96-1?0. 
From the phonetics of the book, as from its Hebrew, one can conclude WIth a consId
erable degree of certainty that it had a Palestinian origin. 

50. Gewiyah must here signify the upper part of the torso, namely, breast. In 
his division of the body into parts, Philo too distinguishes between the head: the 
torso, and the stomach, De opificio mundi, 11S. On the three seasons cf. Robert EISler, 
We ltenmante1 und Himmelsselt, vol. 2 (Munich, 1910), 452, where the author also re-
fers to Yes,irak. ' 

51. 'On t.he much discussed inclusion of r among the consonants with a double 
pronullciation, cf. now the valuable study of S, Morag, ':Sh,eba' Kefulot~ B, G D K P 
R T," in the jubilee volume for Professor N. H. Tur-SmaI, Sefer ?,ur-Stnat ,(Jerusa
lem, 1960), 207-242, J. Weiss drew my attention to the fact th,at m t~e StOIC theory 
of language the consonants b 9 d k P t were likewi"e thrown mto rehef; cf. Pauly
Wissowa, Real-Encyclopadie der klassischen Altertumswissenschaften 6:co1. 178S. 

sowing and devastation, domination and servitude. To these corre
spond, in addition, the six directions of heaven and the Temple in ~ 
the center of the world, which supports all of them (4:1-4). The 
twelve remaining "simple" consonants correspond to man's twelve 
principal activities, the signs of the zodiac,52 the twelve months, and 
the twelve chief limbs of the human body (the "leaders"). The com
binations of all of these elements contain the root of all things, and 
good and evil, "pleasure and sorrow" ('oneg and nega I, which have 
the same consonants) have their origin in the same process, only ac
cording to a different arrangement of the elements (2:4). 

This cosmogony and cosmology, based on language-mysticism, 
betray their relationship with astrologiClj.1 ideas. From them, direct 
paths lead to the magical conception of the creative and miraculous 
power of letters and words. It is by no means absurd to imagine that 
our text not only pursued theoretical aims, but was intended for 
thaumaturgical use as well. That is how the tradition of the early 
Middle Ages understood it, at least in part, and it would not have 
been wrong, in this case, to establish a connection between our text 
(or its prototype) and the story of the two masters of the Talmud , 
Rabbi ~anina and Rabbi Oshayah, who every Friday studied the 
"halakhoth concerning Creation" and by means of it created a calf 
that they then proceeded to eat.53 Also related to the magic of lan
guage mysticism is the author's view that the six dimensions of 
heaven are "sealed" (1:13) by the six permutations of "His great 
name Yaho" (Hebrew YHW). These three consonants; utilized in 
Hebrew as matres lectionis for the vowels i, a, and 0, which are not 
written, make up the divine name Yaho, which contains the three 
consonants of the four-letter name of God, YH WH, as well as the 
form Yao, which penetrated into the documents of Hellenistic syn
cretism where its permutations likewise playa role. 54 The signs that 

52. The technical term galgal, always employed in this book for the sphere of 
the zodiac, is also of tannaitic origin. ' 

53. Sanhedrin 65b, 67b. According to Berakkotk 55a, Bezalel the architect of 
the Tabernacle "knew the combination of letters by means of which heaven and earth 
were created." This could link up with the idea of the creation of a golem which I 
examined at length in chapter 5 of my book On the Kabbalah and its Symbolism (New 
York, 1965). 

54. Examples of the magical use of the six permutations of lao can be found in 
Preisendanz, Die griechischen Zauberpapyri, 2d ed. (Stuttgart, 1973-4) 1:108 (1. 1045); 
2.14. 



were subsequently developed to designate vowels were still unknown 
to the author. 

This idea concerning the function of the name Yaho or Yao 
suggests important parallels. In the system of the Gnostic Valen
tinus, lao is the secret name with which the Horos (literally: the 
limit, the limitation!) frightens away from the world of the pleroma 
the Sophia-Akhamoth who is in pursuit of Christ. Does not the cos
mos (as distinct from the pleroma), sealed by means of the six per
mutations of Yao in the Book Ye!!irah, constitute a sort of monothe
istic parallel, perhaps even inspired by polemical intentions, to this 
Valentinian myth~ In another text of a manifestly Jewish-syncretis
tic character, we similarly find the name lao, as an invocation that 
consolidates the world in its limits, a perfect analogy to the sealing 
in Ye§irah: in the cosmogony of the Leiden magical papyrus the 
earth writhed when the Pythian serpent appeared "and reared up 
powerfully. But the pole of heaven remained firm, even though it 
risked being struck by her. Then the god spoke: lao! And everything 
was established and a great god appeared, the greatest, who ar
ranged that which was formerly in the world and that which will be, 
and nothing in the realm of the Height was without order any 
more." The name lao appears again among the secret names of this 
greatest god himself.55 ,It is difficult not to suspect a relation here 

55. Ibid., vol., 2, 113. On the use of the name lao in the magic of the age of 
syncretism there is an abundance of material. Most of the older examples have been 
collected by W. von Baudissin, Studien sur Semitischen Religionsgeschichte, vol. 1 
(Leipzig, 1876), 179-254. The passage from Ye~irah is not referred to by Baudissin, 
nor did R. Reitzenstein make use of it in his treatment of the Book Y~irah, for 
which he assumes an ultimately Hellenistic origin reaching back to the secondcen
tury; hi~ arguments al'e based on a comparative study of letter-mysticism in late 
antiquity; see Reitzel1Rtein, Poimandres (Leipzig, 1904), 291. As an historian with a 
broad perspective, Reitzenstein perhaps had a clearer view than many other Jewish 
scholars, who often regarded the Book Yesirah as if it were suspended in a vacuum in 
the midst of the history of religions. It should also be noted, in this connection, that 
in the Coptic Pis tis Sophia, chap. 136, lao appears in a similar context: Jesus calls 
out his name as he turns toward the four cornerR of the world. The sealing of the six 
directions of space by means of the permutations 'of lao corresponds to the idea that 
this name is the master of the four directIons of the world, that is, the master of the 
cosmos. Cf. the material assembled by Erik PeterS<JIl, Heis TheON (Gottingen, 1926), 
306";~07. Peterson's interpretation of the magical name Arbathiao as "the foul' lao" 
is, however, utterly unconvincing. The magical name is nothing other than a syncre
tistic transcription of the 'retragrammaton as "the tetrad [of the four letters of the 
name YHWH upon which is based the name] of lao." This is proven by the cone
sponding form Tetrasya, which we find in the Hebrew writings of the Hekhaloth and 

between Jewish conceptions and those of Gnosticism and syncretism. 
This "sealing" of the Creation by means of the divine name belongs 
to the old stock of ideas of the Merkabah gnosis; it is attested ill 
chapter 9 of the "Greater Hekhaloth." What is said in the "Book of 
Creation" of the "six directions" of space is here said of the "orders 
of the Creation," therefore, of the cosmos in general, whose preser
vation within its established arrangements, sidre bereshith, is due to 
its "sealing" by the great name of God. 

I have briefly developed here some of the fundamental concepts 
of the Book Ye~irah because they are of essential importance for the 
understanding of what follows and because this book was later read 
and interpreted by the kabbalists as a vade mecum for the Kab
balah., In contrast to later interpretations, the special charm of this 
text consists in the frequently felicitous and in any event ever-vivid 
imagery and fullness of meaning it lends to most of the concepts 
newly created in order to express abstractions. The author finds con
crete and appropriate designations for notions that, until then, He
brew did not know how to render in adequate terms. 

That he failed on certain points and that his images sometimes 
remain obscure for us-which only encouraged their subsequent 
reinterpretation-is a clear sign of the difficulty of his efforts and of 
the energy with which he undertook them. The book's solemn and 
enigmatic manner of speaking made it possible for the Jewish 
philosophers as well as the kabbalists of the Middle Ages to appeal 
to its authority. Saadya, in the earliest extant (although eertainly 
not the oldest) commentary interpreted it around 933 in accordance 
with his philosophic conception of the doctrine of Creation and his 
Jewish theology in general. Since then, a complete series of more or 
less detailed Hebrew and Arabic commentaries continued to be writ-

which was still unknown to Peterson; cf. my Major Trends, 56, 363. The terminology 
employed in the Ye~irah for these three directions of space is also very ancient: the 
phrase "above and below, in front and behind, right and left" is used in exactly the 
same manner in Akkadian, and is evidently also behind the wording of the. Mish
nah !£agigah 2:1 (first century), where "in front" and "behind" al'e to be understood 
spatially. This usage was no longer understood by the amoraim, and was in any case 
transferred from the spatial to the temporal, as S. E. Lowenstamm, "On an Alleged 
Gnostic Element in Mishnah Hagiga II, I" (in Hebrew) in M. Haram (ed.), Yehel6kel 
Kaufmann Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1960), 112-121, has shown, drawing upon Ak
kadian material. His explanations furnished additional linguistic evidence in support 
of the antiquity of the Book Ye~irah, although precisely the passage under considera
tion here escaped his attention. 



ten down to the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Everyone 
found in the book more or less what he was looking for, and the fact 
that Yehudah Halevi devoted extensive attention to it, almost a com
plete commentary, in the fourth tractate of his principal work of 
philosophy and theology, Seier ha-Kuzari (around 1130), may serve 
as an indication of the great authority the book enjoyed.56 

But at the same time, this text also remained influential in en
tir~ly different circles, those who saw in its theory of language some 
sort of a foundation of magic, or those for whom the doctrine of the 
book included authentic elements of the Merkabah gnosis and of cos
mogony. The Boo1c Ye~irah was studied in the schools of the sages of 
Narbonne as well as among the French rabbis of the school of the 
tosafists and among the German Hasidim of the same period, and 
many commentaries have come down to us from these circles, which 
were generally averse to philosophic speculation.57 It offers remark
able parallels, to say the least, to the turn which the Kabbalists gave 
to the doctrine of the sefiroth. It is no longer possible to say with 
cert~inty to what extent the study of the Book Ye~irah was re-

56. Around the middle of the eleventh century the head of a Palestinian school, 
R. Yehudah ben Yosef Cohen, rosh ha-seder, also composed an Arabic commentary on 
the Yesirah, a fragment of which is preserved in Leningrad; cf. Jacob Mann, Texts 
and St~dies in .Tewish History and Literature, vol. 1 (Cincinnati, 1931), 456-457. Com
mentaries presumably older than Saadya's were still known to Yehudah ben Barzilai, 
who saw them in old manuscripts and cites them in several places. On Saadya's com
mentary, cf. the analysis of G. Vajda in "Sa'adja commentateur du ' Livre de la Cre
ation, ' " Annuaire de l 'Eco le pratique des Hautes Etudes (1959-1960). 

57 . Moses Taku of Bohemia had before him , around 1230, a commentary by the 
"scholars of Narbonne." It is unclear whether this commentary dates from the elev
enth or the twelfth century; cf. 'Osar Nehmad 3 (Vienna, 1860): 71. The renowned 
tosafist Isaac of Dampierre explain~d the 'book orally, and we possess a commentary 
that Elhanan ben Yaqar of London composed in accordance with the traditions trans
mitted by someone who had studied the book with this R. Isaac "the Elder." As 
G. Vajda has shown in Archives d'histoire doctrinale et litleraire du moyen age 28 
(1961): 17-18, the author also used Latin sources! Isaac died toward the end of the 
twelfth century. Cf. M. Weinberg concerning the manuscript A4 in the Landesbib
liothek of Fulda, .Tahrbuch der .Tudisch-Literarischen Gesellschaft 20 (Frankfurt-am
Main, 1929): 28.3 . From the circles of the German Hasidim of the thirteenth century 
we have the commentary of Eleazar of Worms, of which there exists in print only 
one complete text (Przemysl, 1888); a commentary falsely attributed to Saadya 
Gaon and printed ill the editions of the book; and another commentary of the above
mentioned Ell.lanan of London that I found in New York, Jewish Theological Sem
inary, in a parchment mann script of the fourteenth century, fol. 62-78. (The manu
script figures in the report of the library, in the Register of the Seminary for 1931-
1932.) 

garded in these circles as an esoteric discipline in the strict sense of 
the te~~. Perhaps one could view the text as situated at the limits of 
esoterIClSm, partly within it, but partly already beyond it. 


	Gershom Scholem Sefer Yesira_Page_1
	Gershom Scholem Sefer Yesira_Page_2
	Gershom Scholem Sefer Yesira_Page_3
	Gershom Scholem Sefer Yesira_Page_4
	Gershom Scholem Sefer Yesira_Page_5
	Gershom Scholem Sefer Yesira_Page_6

